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T H E  COMING O F  A G E  
O F  GRAPHIC D E S I G N  
CATALAN GRAPHIC DESIGN HAS SUCCESSFULLY 
COMBINED A DESIRED ECLECTICISM WITH A DISTINCTIVE 
PERSONALITY IN WHICH GESTURE, LINE AND COLOUR OPEN 
THE WAY TO NEW FORMS OF POETRY. 
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t seems that recent times, char- 
acterized by an avalanche of 
unexpected changes, have 
brought the world of design on to the 
front pages of the newspapers and 
-which could be even more indicative- 
into everyday conversation, bringing 
with it expressions and concepts that 
are not always easily digestible. A 
whole series of misunderstandings 
could have arisen, then, related to con- 
cepts such as the news, fashion or mo- 
dernity of the phenomenon, which give 
rise to a trivial, superficial view, far re- 
moved from the complexity of the pro- 
fessional world. 
The old Latin root de signo affords a 
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glimpse of the basic essence of the 
trade, which centres on the organisa- 
tion of a whole set of ingredients in a 
particular way, on the basis of a speci- 
fic, predetermined end, generally of a 
functional and symbolic order. The es- 
sence of graphic design therefore lies in 
a possible combination of al1 the el- 
ernents belonging to the world of the 
image so as to arrive at a visual repre- 
sentation of a significate and make it 
intelligible to the recipient. 
All this leads one to the conclusion that 
not everything under the sun is  so new 
and that, far from improvising, Catalan 
graphic design, like that of the rest of 
the countries of Europe, is heir to a 
whole series of traditions and pro- 
cesses that have been shaping the pro- 
fession since the end of the last century. 
The movement that was born with 
William Morris and that fought to dig- 
nify industrial products caught on 
strongly in Catalonia, where in the 
eighteenth century there was already a 
Free School of Design, founded in Barce- 
lona under the auspices of the Board of 
Trade. The revolution of Modernisme 
reinforced these moves with excellent 
results in the field of graphics, illustration 
and poster art. 
In the twentieth century, the figure of a 
new professional appeared who took 
no part in the physical process of pro- 
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duction but organised the product into a 
coherent whole. But while the trade is a 
relatively new one, the traditions it re- 
flects are not -the old calligraphers and 
typographers, the popular or religious 
picture card, the technical draughtsmen 
and the incursions into the world of the 
plastic arts in the field of illustrations 
and posters. 
The noucentista movement and later 
art-decó successfully combined the con- 
tributions of the artistic avant-gardes 
with the old tradition of the iob well 
done, in a surprising process that was 
only interrupted by the Civil War, which, 
although it stopped this development, 
also left us a mass of poster art of un- 
questionable interest. The post-war 
years, though, were marked by the 
exile of leading professionals and also 
by the interior exile of those who 
stayed, condemned to a production that 
was almost anonymous and iimited not 
so much by censorship but by the pre- 
vailing cultural desert. 
As the econorny gradually recovered, 
advertising activity was slowly revived, 
opening the way for timid proposals for 
renewal. The sixties marked a period of 
recovery that allowed the foundation in 
1961 of the Agrupació de Grafistes 
within the Foment de les Arts Decorati- 
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ves (FAD), when a group of indepen- 
dent professionals started a heroic pro- 
cess of dignification and promotion of 
graphics in a move to bring it to a level 
of quality and consideration equal to 
that of the other western countries. 
This same decade saw the birth of the 
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first schools specializing in the trade. In 
this respect, we must give due recogni- 
tion to the enormous efforts made by 
the first, self-taught teachers, who 
without leaving their professional prac- 
tices fought to establish a more or less 
structured Corpus of knowledge. These 
schools were the Escola Elisava, the 
Graphics section of the Escola Massana 
and the Escola Eina. And al1 this, of 
course, coincided with the half-hearted 
aperture taking place in the country and 
with the resumption of a cultural life 
which not infrequently adopted a posi- 
tion on the side of Catalan and demo- 
cratic resistance. 
The publishing world and cultural pro- 
duction became a test-bed for the new 
ideas arising in the trade. 
The seventies arrived with a profes- 
sional world almost completely back to 
normal, present in al1 fields of graphics, 
no longer a minority group and catering 
for a demand that was consolidated, 
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The real change was to come with the 
restoration of democratic life, which 
filled the streets with logos and posters 
in a roce which in the last few years has 
been ioined by leading designers. Free- 
dom of the press allowed the appear- 
once of new publications in which gra- 
phic images played a differentiating 
role, opening the way for a process of 
typographical clarification and reorder- 
ing of contents. Activity rocketed in the 
publishing world, which initiated a pro- 
cess of organisation and systematiza- 
tion of its graphic image. 
At the same time, commercial advertis- 
ing had reached a level of maturity and 
creativitiy recognized by various inter- 
national awards. 
With this new activity in graphics and 
advertising, the administration became 
one of the country's most important ad- 
vertisers. The reordering of public 
places led to important changes in the 
urban landscape, where signposting 
reached a high level of quality. The cor- 
porative image, by then consolidated in 
the business world, invaded the public 
domain, personalizing public services 
and the newly resuscitated cultural 
foundations. 
Summing up, the professional situation 
can be said to have come of age, with 
the following points to be made: 
Public recognition and inciease of pub- 
lic demand, leading to a comparative 
normalization of relations between de- 
sign and society. 
Consolidation and growth of profes- 
sional associations like the Associació 
de Dissenyadors Professionals del Fo- 
ment de les Arts Decoratives (ADG- 
FAD). 
Twenty-fifth anniversary of the Laus 
prizes, awarded by ADG FAD, and 
creation of the Laus-Generalitat de Ca- 
talunya prizes ( l 991 l. 
Existence of organisms like the Consell 
Superior de Disseny or the Fundació 
Barcelona Centre de Disseny (BCD), in- 
terlocutors with the administration and 
promotors of design and its relationship 
with industry. 
Considerable offer in the field of 
teaching, in spite of the absence of any 
real official recognition of qualifica- 
tions. 
The existence of a broad, specific pub- 
lishing offer and consolidation of a pro- 
fessional press, with magazines like 
Ardi and Adgrafica. 
Regardless of al1 this, while on the one 
hand the sensation of a "discovery" in 
Catalan graphic design is  partly due to 
the process of normalization -and to 
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the part played by landmarks which, 
like the Olympic Games, focus the com- 
munity's expectations-, it's also true 
that it has acquired distinctive features 
that add significantly to its personality 
and quality. 
In a very few years, Barcelona has be- 
come one of the capitals of design. 
Somehow, a desired eclecticism -the 
result of an understanding of the avant- 
gardes that have shaped the century in 
art and design- has been successfully 
combined with a distinctive personality 
-rooted in the Mediterranean- in which 
gesture, line and colour open the way 
to new forms of poetry. 
As is  the case everywhere, Catalan 
graphics has great names to offer which 
are known thanks to large official exhi- 
bits and specialist publications. How- 
ever, I would like to speak out in sup- 
port of al1 those professionals who, far 
from the great showcases, shape our 
visual universe doy by doy. Because in 
our country, everything from the "me- 
tro" ticket to the humblest of publica- 
tions has been shaped by a profess- 
ional somewhere. 
If al1 this is now beginning to make the 
news, then perhaps it does mean that 
the graphic image and the country have 
finally come of age. • 
